Earning certification in your area of expertise is a logical step in professional growth. Certification implies excellence, which is something that all critical care nurses strive for in their daily care of patients and families. This brief article will discuss why certification is important and how to prepare for a certification examination and will provide steps to make recertification easier.
As one can tell from the alphabet soup behind my name, I am a firm believer in the importance of certification. Certification is more than just credentials after your name. It indicates excellence, a desire to provide the best possible care for our patients and their families, and the desire to serve as a role model for other nurses.
Certification is a method of credentialing that denotes professional excellence. It has a high standing and recognizes those healthcare providers who have learned and gained specialty knowledge and expertise in a specific area. Critical care nurses work very hard in their career to learn the most they can and to accomplish the skills necessary to provide the best possible care. Critical care nurses have the education needed to make good clinical decisions in everyday situations and in crises. 1 After a nurse has reached this level in his or her career, earning certification is the next logical step in the evolution of one's professional development. This brief article discusses the importance of certification and how to prepare for a certification examination and provides some tips to make recertification a little easier.
WHY CERTIFICATION IS IMPORTANT
Certification is important for many reasons. As stated before, it indicates a high degree of excellence and knowledge in a specific area. Certification shows knowl-edge, expertise, and professionalism to patients, the public, and one's colleagues. 2 As well all know, many of today's healthcare consumers are very savvy about their healthcare. They look for both certified physicians and agencies that have achieved accreditation. Other disciplines use certification and accreditation to show excellence in their area of expertise as well. Nurses show professionalism, excellence, and expertise through certification. It is one way of showing patients that nurses care and wish to provide the best possible nursing care. 2 Certification represents achievement and excellence. 3 As we all know, many of today's healthcare consumers are very savvy about their healthcare.
A third reason why certification is important is it shows evidence of a nurse's professional growth and a desire for lifelong learning. This, in turn, benefits patients. 3, 4 This commitment to lifelong learning is crucial to providing the best care possible.
With a scarcity of nurses, employers attempt to recruit and retain the best nurses they can find. Many employers recognize that certification is important and may encourage their staff to become certified. 2 Being certified and maintaining certification can help with job security. One study showed that many institutions give incentives to their certified employees. 5 An intrinsic reason to become certified is that it does instill pride. It can be very self-satisfying and can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy of being the best you can be. 2 Certification can help your career as well. Many hospitals offer bonuses, raises, and promotions through a clinical ladder program for certified nurses. 3 Others earn certification because they value it. One study found that 90% of nurses value certification and wish to earn the credentials. 6 The researchers found that nurses who became certified did so for accountability, professional growth, knowledge, competence, and personal achievement and growth. Extrinsic rewards were less important but included marketability, salary, and peer recognition.
This same study listed several other benefits of certification. 6 These include (1) more job opportunities, (2) improved job satisfaction, (3) personal obligation, (4) higher salary, and (5) prestige. The authors recognized that many professional associations value certification and offer it as a way to provide recognition of knowledge, skills, and expertise. 6 Another study showed that certified nurses made fewer errors in patient care and that their patients had fewer adverse events. 7 There was an improvement in patient care outcomes. The nurses in this study felt more confident about their ability to provide quality patient care and believed that they were able to detect early signs of complications.
Thus, there are many reasons to become certifiedV both intrinsic and extrinsic. When you are considering certification, think of the reasons why you want it. Just remember, certification is recognized as a symbol of excellence, knowledge, and professionalism.
Certification is recognized as a symbol of excellence, knowledge, and professionalism.
PREPARING FOR CERTIFICATION
Deciding to earn certification in your area of expertise is not an easy decision. This is a topic that requires much thought. Earning certification is not easy, but nothing worthwhile ever is. However, preparation can make the process a little easier.
There are several things one can do to make the AQ1 process easier and less painful and to have a higher chance of success. First, obtain the necessary application paperwork from the certifying agency. Read it several times and follow it to the letter. Follow all directions carefully. Make certain that you meet the criteria for certification. Do not be afraid to talk with people at the agency if you have questions.
Second, work a group of nurses who are interested in certification. 1, 4 Remember, there is safety in numbers. Plan study groups. Perhaps, each person in the group could be assigned a section of material to review with the group. 1 For example, a coronary care nurse could teach the section on care of the cardiovascular patient.
Buy and read a certification book or manual. 1, 4 Many organizations offer certification and study manuals. Also, purchase a book that includes examples of questions on the certification examination. This can be a worthwhile way to practice with some of the questions and to test your skills before you actually take the examination. Taking practice examinations can significantly increase your score. 1, 3 Also, you may want to consider buying a book on test-taking strategies. 1 Talk with nurses who are already certified. Talk to them about what they did to prepare for the examination. See if they would be interested in helping you study.
Plan a formal review course. Many hospitals and professional organizations do this, and they can be very helpful when you are studying the material. Nurses who have already achieved certification in the area of expertise and are good mentors can teach the course. Listen to their advice.
If the test is offered in a location that you are not familiar with, find the site before the test. You may want to visit the site before the test so that you can familiarize yourself with it before the day of the examination, when you will undoubtedly have other things on your mind. Find the area for parking and arrive early. Proctors will not admit you to the examination room (if applicable) if you are late. You will be stressed (despite all your preparation) the day of the examination, so take the time early to prepare for what may happenVtraffic, parking problems, and others.
Be sure to take all necessary materials with you to the examination site. This varies from examination to examination but may include several forms of identification, a nursing license, and pencils (if not administered on computer).
Find some time to relax before the examination. You want to be as relaxed as possible. It may just be something as simple as having dinner with your friends. Try to get as much sleep as possible and eat a good breakfast with protein. Some of the examinations can take several hours.
These steps are common sense. But sometimes, common sense leaves us when we are in a stressful situation. Prepare well and prepare early and you will increase your chances of success. Very few people can take the examination without any preparation and do well. Increase your odds of success.
POSSIBLE BARRIERS TO CERTIFICATION
Barriers can be overcome, but they may be present as your begin your journey to certification. One study identified perceived barriers to certification. 6 The following barriers were identified by some of the nurses in the study conducted by the American Association of Operating Room Nurses 6 :
1. Cost 2. Lack of employer support 3. No monetary benefit after achieving certification 4. Lack of time to prepare 5. No access to preparation material 6. Did not want to do the necessary steps to maintain certification 7. Concern that the recertification fee would be high Although some of the perceived barriers may be harder to overcome, others are not.
Although some of the perceived barriers may be harder to overcome, others are not.
Give yourself plenty of time to prepare for the examination and find out how often the certification examination is given. Start planning months ahead of time. Certification preparation materials can be obtained from the organizations offering the examinations and may be available either free of charge or for a nominal fee. If the lack of a monetary benefit after achieving certification bothers you, think about the other rewards: a sense of pride and accomplishment and the knowledge that having earned the credentials indicates excellence and professionalism. Also, realize the importance of certification to your patients. Look inside yourself for the rewards.
KEEPING YOUR CERTIFICATION
After you have earned certification, it is equally important to maintain that certification. Each organization has different requirements for recertification, so be sure that you are aware of those requirements while you maintain certification. The length of certification varies from organization to organization but may range from 2 to 6 years. Know what is required for recertification. The requirements may change from time to time, so stay current. Maintain good records. Keep copies of everything you will need for recertification in a central location. Depending on your certification, you may need a copy of your nursing license, any continuing education credits you have earned, course work at a university, evaluations, manuscripts, research studies, work on professional committees, and speaking engagements, among others. If you keep up with this material during your period of certification, you will not be tracking it down at the last minute when your recertification is due.
Do not wait until the end of your certification period to earn the credits you need. Many organizations require several hours of continuing education. Earn these throughout the period of certification, not during the last month. Also, always be prepared for an audit. The certifying organization can request your paperwork and records.
After you have earned certification, explain it to your friends, family, colleagues, and patients. Also, mentor other nurses as they prepare for certification. 2 The certification process is not easy, but it is a very worthwhile one. Credentialing denotes excellence in practice, knowledge, and expertise. Be proud of yourself and share this knowledge with others.
CONCLUSION
Earning and maintaining certification is a wonderful thing. It shows dedication to your work, patients, their families, colleagues, and employees. Earning certification is definitely something to be extremely proud of and is a high mark of achievement in your career. If you are not certified, please consider it. And if you have earned your certification, thank you and congratulations and do what you need to do to keep your certification.
